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Spatial distribution, internal 
migration and development
in Latin America and the 
Caribbean
Jorge Rodríguez Vignoli
An examination of the links between migration and development 
using census micro data for 15 Latin American countries reveals that: (i) 
internal migration is diminishing, which was not foreseen in the specialist 
literature, (ii) internal migration, while apparently helpful for individuals and 
beneficial for successful regions, erodes the human resources of poorer 
regions, and (iii) as a result of increasing urbanization, urban-urban migration 
is replacing rural to urban migration as the predominant flow and other types 
of migration are on the increase, an example being intrametropolitan migration 
which, unlike the traditional kind, is driven by residential and not occupational 
factors. Where policy is concerned, the governing principle is freedom of 
movement within a country’s borders, without restrictions or resettlements. 
Governments have to resort to incentives and indirect measures if they wish 
to influence migration decisions; however, local measures and regulations 
do influence intrametropolitan migration choices.
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Latin America and the Caribbean have undergone 
major transformations in the past 30 years, several 
of them associated with migration within countries, 
i.e., internal migration. The present article examines 
some trends in this migration over the last 25 
years and attempts to relate them to national and 
subnational development processes and to the living 
conditions of the population.
As used here, the term “internal migration” 
refers only to changes of residence that involve the 
crossing of a predetermined subnational geographical 
boundary, be this politico-administrative, socio-
ecological or of some other kind (Macció, 1985). In 
the general context of internal migration, which takes 
on many different forms, this study concentrates on 
movements between administrative divisions (major 
and minor), between urban and rural areas, and 
between cities. Most of the information presented 
was obtained by processing census micro databases 
in redatam format.1
 This study is a revised version (with less empirical content but 
an expanded frame of reference and final policy analysis) of a 
paper presented by the author at the Expert Group Meeting on 
Population, Distribution, Urbanization, Internal Migration and 
Development held by the Population Division of  the United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs at United 
Nations Headquarters in New York from 21 to 23 January 2008. 
Neither this article –which systematizes and summarizes several 
years’ work supported by institutions such as the Inter-American 
Development Bank (idb) and the United Nations Population 
Fund (unfpa)– nor the original paper necessarily reflects the 
institutional position of celade-Population Division of eclac. 
The author is grateful for the comments of  an anonymous 
reviewer, which were extremely useful in the drafting of this final 




1 celade-Population Division of  eclac computer program 
which is used to process hierarchical census and other databases 




The ultimate purpose of  this paper is to review 
some of the current debates on internal migration and 
contribute to them with some new information on Latin 
America, obtained by processing the migration modules 
of census micro data. Accordingly, the aim of this 
section is not so much to present a unified theoretical 
framework as to put the debate in context by seeking 
to identify the contending positions and arguments.
1. Internal migration and economic and social 
development
Ever since Ravenstein (1885), the predominant view 
has been that material progress stimulates migration 
because it results in a greater choice of  transport 
methods and routes and lower travel costs (Aroca, 
2004; Greenwood and Hunt, 2003; Cardona and 
Simmons, 1975).
While this is still the hegemonic view (Van der 
Gaag and Van Wissen, 2001), a study by Zelinsky 
(1971) raised some early doubts about the possibility 
of  predicting internal migration by reference to 
economic and social development. Zelinsky argued 
that the relationship between the two was complex, 
since in the long run economic and social development 
favoured certain types of  internal migration but 
discouraged others. The result is theoretical ambiguity 
about the relationship between development and the 
intensity of internal migration.
These doubts have been reinforced recently 
by new arguments. Some of  these are that: (i) 
development tends to reduce disparities between 
different territories in a country, thereby attenuating 
one of the main causes of internal movement, (ii) 
development reduces movement costs, with the result 
that internal migration is replaced by international 
migration and commuting, (iii) development 
increases family incomes and thus makes it easier 
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to purchase a home, which is a powerful incentive 
to stay in one place, (iv) one feature of  today’s 
development is the appearance of  virtual spaces, 
and the ability to be present somewhere without 
physically travelling there is a factor working against 
migratory movement, and (v) development usually 
promotes urbanization and as this proceeds, rural 
to urban migration runs its course, with lower 
migration the direct result (Van der Gaag and 
Van Wissen, 2001). In short, there is an ongoing 
debate about the long-term quantitative trend of 
migration and the relationship between migration 
and development, on which this article will attempt 
to shed some empirical light.
2. The relationship between internal migration 
and development
Territorial socio-economic inequalities are the main 
trigger for migration flows, from which it follows that 
countries with greater internal heterogeneity ought 
to have more migration.
Since the factors differentiating one subnational 
territory from another are numerous, it is necessary to 
identify which of them might be exercising the greatest 
influence on internal migration flows. The predominant 
theory (Rosenzweig and Stark, 1997; Lucas, 1997; 
Todaro, 1980) highlights the impact of employment 
and income gaps and argues that individuals will 
decide to emigrate if  they calculate that the higher 
income expected from the move will compensate for 
the costs of migration. Potential migrants can also 
be expected to consider the likelihood of obtaining 
work in the place of  destination, as described by 
Todaro (1969) in his classic model. Consequently, 
another working hypothesis about this relationship 
is that internal migration flows ought to go from less 
developed regions, where incomes are lower, to more 
developed, higher-income regions.
The dominant theory has been criticized from 
various sides. It neglects the issue of push factors 
at the place of  origin, which limit the scope for 
an informed, rational choice of  destination (Lall, 
Selod and Shalizi, 2006; Villa, 1991). It overlooks 
many causes of migration distinct from the desire 
to maximize income, such as moves undertaken for 
residential reasons, i.e., to find better surroundings 
or daily living conditions by moving to a more 
comfortable home or a more pleasant area, or to 
reduce commuting times (Rodríguez, 2004a). It 
ignores the fact that average wage and unemployment 
levels at potential destinations may be irrelevant in 
cases of contract migration (Aroca, 2004), especially 
if  the migrants concerned are specialized workers, in 
which case they usually earn above-average wages.
There are also a number of specific situations 
in which the dominant theory fails. One of  them 
is that of  regions undergoing colonization, whose 
attractiveness does not depend on better living 
conditions or above-average wages but on their 
natural resource endowment, on expectations of 
rapid gains and, in many cases, on policies that 
encourage immigration. Another example are regions 
that have recently made economic progress, having 
perhaps set out from relatively low development 
levels to position themselves successfully in the 
global economy, and that now have dynamic labour 
markets that make them a magnet for migrants. A 
third case is that of metropolitan regions undergoing 
suburbanization or “concentrated deconcentration”, 
i.e., those where emigration to nearby districts is 
tending to create extended metropolitan areas (Pinto 
de Cunha, 2002; Rodríguez, 2002); despite having 
above-average development indices, these regions lose 
population because of  a lack of  space, worsening 
quality of life or urban policies and regulations. A 
fourth case, which is the other side of the same coin, 
is when emigrants from metropolitan areas move to 
places that have few resources but are near enough 
to these areas for regular contact with them.
3. The contribution of migration to national 
convergence or divergence of human 
resource endowments
Considering the above hypothesis, which postulates 
a positive relationship between development and 
attractiveness to migrants, and bearing in mind the 
age and educational selectivity of internal migration 
(a subject that will be analysed further on), it can 
be affirmed that internal migration flows tend to 
entrench differences between territories in terms 
of their sex and age structure and the availability 
of  human resources, which means that migration 
cannot be expected to be conducive to regional 
convergence within countries. This is not to rule 
out the hypothesis of territorial convergence within 
countries that follows from neoclassical economics. 
This should be examined on the basis of  specific 
territorial economic indicators; some recent studies 
which have conducted this exercise suggest that what 
is actually taking place in the region is a process 
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of  territorial socio-economic divergence within 
countries (ilpes, 2007).
Empirical analysis of  the role played by 
migration in the evolution of territorial inequalities 
can take many varied forms. At the more complex 
end are general or partial equilibrium economic 
models; at the other end, comparisons of  the 
socio-economic profiles of  migrants and the local 
population. The results set forth in this article were 
obtained using a specific procedure developed by the 
Latin American and Caribbean Demographic Centre 
(celade)-Population Division of eclac, and have 
been presented in several publications since 2004 
(Rodríguez, 2004b).
4. Changes in internal migration patterns and 
characteristics as a result of urbanization
Urbanization influences the scale and configuration 
of internal migration flows in a variety of ways. One 
of these is arithmetical, since as a country approaches 
100% urbanization the relative importance of 
migration from countryside to city tends to decline. 
Conversely, the progress of  urbanization leads to 
the predominance of migration between and within 
cities. By contrast with the past, furthermore, the 
predominant direction of movements between cities 
is no longer necessarily towards the largest. For 
different reasons (higher cost of  living and lower 
quality of life, the decentralization of production, 
the spread of  service networks to the rest of  the 
urban system and other factors), the largest and 
most populous metropolises have become less 
attractive, so that migration between cities may be 
a force for demographic deconcentration and, in 
particular, for diversification of  the urban system 
and an increase in the relative weight of medium-
sized cities.
The urbanization of  Latin America and the 
Caribbean does have a connection with the region’s 
development, although less so than in countries that 
are now industrialized (Martine and Rodríguez, 
2008). In practice, the region’s urbanization has 
taken place within a context of low incomes, limited 
resources and institutional failings. Furthermore, 
the primary and agricultural sectors of the region’s 
economies have been the engines of growth in recent 
years, leading to suggestions that the migratory 
attractiveness of  rural areas could be restored. 
However, the evidence available suggests that living 
conditions are still worse in the Latin American 
countryside than in the cities. It is therefore likely that 
net immigration into urban areas will persist, and the 
present study will attempt to demonstrate this.
. organizing hypotheses
The present study has been organized around 
hypotheses derived directly from the earlier sections 
in this frame of  reference. These hypotheses are 
as follows:
(i) The scale of  internal migration ought to be 
increasing as a result of  economic and social 
development.
(ii) Internal migration relates in ever more complex 
ways to the subnational development process. 
While the direction of  migration can still be 
anticipated from disparities in development 
between subnational areas, there are a number 
of  exceptions that call the robustness of  that 
relationship into question.
(iii) Given the still predominant direction of flows 
(see previous hypothesis) and its age and 
educational selectivity, migration is unlikely to 
diminish territorial inequalities.
(iv) Migration is very likely to contribute to the 
creation of territorial poverty traps in areas that 
have historically struggled in socio-economic 
terms.
(v) Migration from the countryside to cities is 
still eroding rural population growth but is a 
decreasing factor in urban growth.
(vi) The region’s large cities are experiencing genuine 
net out-migration and not merely “concentrated 
deconcentration”.
After reviewing these hypotheses in its different 
sections, this article will lay out some policy implications 
suggested by the findings of the research.
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1. Is internal migration on the increase?
Table 1 presents migration levels and tendencies by 
migration type. While internal migration levels may 
appear high at first sight,2 they are considerably 
lower than those of the United States. As for trends, 
it transpires that the stock of internal migrants in the 
region is stable or slowly rising, but there has been 
a decline in the internal mobility rate,3 which is the 
important variable when it comes to ascertaining the 
trend. Since developments in Brazil and Mexico have 
greatly influenced this outcome, figure 1 presents 
national situations as regards migration in the last 
five years between major administrative divisions 
(mads), confirming that the internal mobility rate 
has tended to decline in most of  the countries. 
Further research is required to account for this 
trend. It is safe to say, however, that it is not due to 
any lessening of socio-territorial inequalities within 
the countries, as they remain very marked in the 
region (ilpes, 2007).
This finding does not mean there is no 
relationship between development levels and internal 
mobility. Indeed, the relationship is positive and 
statistically significant in a cross-cutting analysis, 
since less developed countries tend to have markedly 
lower levels of  internal mobility. Thus, it may be 
that after a certain threshold development ceases 
to stimulate internal migration, but on the whole 
the figures support the contention that development 
facilitates mobility within a country.
III
Internal migration and development in Latin America
and the Caribbean: hypotheses and evidence
2 The author recognizes the limitations affecting comparisons of 
indicators of internal migration intensity across countries (Bell, 
Rees and Wilson, 2005; Xu-Doeve, 2005; Van der Gaag and Van 
Wissen, 2001) and therefore suggests that the results be reviewed 
and analysed with caution.
3 I.e., the proportion of  the population aged 5 and over who 
changed residence in the five years prior to the census.
TABLE 1
Latin America and the Caribbean: internal migrants by migration type, 1990 and 2000a
(Percentages)
Census round Absolute or lifelong migration Recent migration (within the last five years)
 Major administrative  Minor administrative  Major administrative  Minor administrative
 division division division division
1990 17.5 34.2 5.1 12.6
2000 17.7 35.2 4.0 8.7
Source: special processing of  census micro databases, 18 countries in 1990 and 20 in 2000 (not all of  them have data for all four 
types of  migration). 
a Generally speaking, the internal migration tables created by processing census micro data require certain filters. Some are obvious 
and have thus been applied to all tables in this article. Thus, people who fail to provide one of the answers needed to construct the 
migration matrix are excluded. Again, since this essay only analyses internal migration, all the tables exclude people normally resident 
abroad. In the case of absolute migration, people born abroad are excluded, while in the case of recent migration, people living in 
foreign countries five years before the census date are excluded. Lastly, other filters are specific to particular migration types. Thus, 
all the tables dealing with recent migration exclude under-fives.
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2. Are internal migration flows following the 
expected pattern and running from less 
developed to more developed areas?
The evidence available shows a statistically significant 
positive relationship in most of the region’s countries 
between subnational development, as measured by 
the human development index (hdi) calculated 
by the national offices of  the United Nations 
Development Programme (undp) for the mads 
of  their respective countries, and attractiveness to 
migrants, as measured by the net internal migration 
rate (table 2).
However, the correlation is weak and in several 
countries not significant, which means a closer 
examination is required. This can be carried out 
using the quadrants in diagram 1, which allow mads 
to be classified by their attractiveness to migrants4 
in the 1990 and 2000 round of censuses. Without 
going into a case-by-case analysis, inspection of 
FIGURE 1
Latin America and the Caribbean and the united States: rate of recent internal 
mobilitya between major administrative divisions, countries with censuses available 
from the 1990 and 2000 rounds
Source: eclac (2007) and United States Census Bureau.







































































































































































































4 Using the net migration rate as derived from the question 
about people’s mad of  residence five years prior to the census. 
The categories are (i) inward (net migration positive in both 
censuses), (ii) outward (net migration negative in both censuses), 
(iii) upward (net migration negative in the first census and positive 
in the second) and (iv) downward (net migration positive in the 
first census and negative in the second).
TABLE 2
Latin America and the Caribbean (selected 
countries): simple linear correlation between 
the human development index and the 
net internal migration rate at the major 
administrative division level, censuses from 
the 2000 round
 Country and year, Index of  simple
 indicator and reference year, correlation between
 number of  major administrative the indicator and the
 divisions (mads) with data net migration rate
  (p value in parentheses)
Argentina, 2001 hdi 1996 24 mads  0.407 (0.0242)a
Bolivia, 2002 hdi 1994 9 mads  0.619 (0.0378)a
Brazil, 2000 hdi 1996 27 mads  0.451 (0.0091)a
Chile, 2002 hdi 1998 13 mads -0.01136 (0.5147)
Colombia, 2005 hdi 2000 24 mads  0.414 (0.0222)a
Cuba, 2002 hdi 1996 14 mads  0.770 (0.0006)a
Ecuador, 2001 hdi 1999 15 mads  0.650 (0.0044)a
Guatemala, 2002 hdi 1995-1996 22 mads  0.442 (0.01972)a
Honduras, 2001 hdi 1996 18 mads  0.697 (0.0006)a
Mexico, 2000 hdi 1995 32 mads  0.408 (0.0102)
Nicaragua, 2005 hdi 2000 17 mads  0.055 (0.4170)
Panama, 2000 hdi 2000 12 mads  0.484 (0.0554)
Paraguay, 2002 hdi 2000 18 mads  0.133 (0.29936)
Uruguay, 1996 hdi 1991 19 mads  0.063 (0.60097)
Venezuela 
(B.R. of), 2001 hdi 1996 23 mads  0.0686 (0.3780)
Source: migration rates: special processing of  the census 
micro data concerned; socio-economic data: national human 
development reports and official subnational statistics; p value of 
the correlations: http://home.clara.net/sisa/signif.htm.
a Index significant at 95% (p value < 0.05).
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DIAGRAM 1
Latin America and the Caribbean (18 countries): classification of major administrative 
divisions by internal migration status in the censuses of the 1990 and 2000 roundsa
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Manabí, Tungurahua
Diagram 1 (continues overleaf )
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Source: prepared by the author on the basis of  mialc data, special processing of  census micro data, online processing of  the 2005 
Colombian census and data sent by the National Statistical Office (one) of  Cuba.
a nmr = net migration rate.
b No information is available on the major administrative divisions (mads) of Guainia and Vaupes in the 1993 census.
c No information is available on the Orellana mad in the 1990 census.
d No information is available on the mads of Comarca Kuna Yala, Comarca Emberá and Comarca Gnobe Bugle in the 1990 census.
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these quadrants reveals a set of  mads that do 
not conform to the usual relationship between 
development and migratory attractiveness. A number 
of these exceptions can be explained by additional 
factors, suggesting that there is indeed scope for 
theoretical prediction and analytical modelling, 
provided specific conceptual frameworks are used. 
These anomalous mads whose migratory behaviour 
might be explained by factors other than their degree 
of  development include: (i) regions undergoing 
colonization, (ii) regions that have recently 
progressed economically, (iii) “metropolitan” regions 
undergoing suburbanization and/or deconcentration 
and (iv) regions close to metropolitan ones that are 
undergoing suburbanization.
Unti l  the 1980s,  the attractiveness of 
colonization regions largely derived from policies 
to promote them (eclac, 2007; celade, 1984). 
Now, however, such policies are almost non-existent, 
either because they have been hit by public-sector 
financial constraints, or because their results were 
judged to have been poor, or because they were 
criticized for being too unmindful of  people’s 
rights, or because their adverse environmental 
consequences became an issue. In some countries, 
the eclipse of colonization programmes has turned 
the area concerned into one of net emigration, as 
has happened, for example, in the Aisén Region in 
the south of Chile and Beni in Bolivia; a number 
of  others have maintained their attractiveness, 
however, examples being eastern Bolivia, Ecuador 
and Paraguay, the Brazilian Amazon and the far 
south of Argentina (maps 1 and 2). This suggests 
that an abundance of natural resources, especially 
land, and expectations of rapid gains are pull factors 
MAP 1
South America (selected countries): major 
administrative divisions by migration status, 
based on censuses from the 1990 and 2000 
rounds
Source: celade-Population Division of  eclac, using rates 
obtained from the mialc database and information supplied 
by the countries.
The boundaries on this map do not imply official endorsement 
or acceptance by the United Nations.
MAP 2
Mexico, Central America and the Caribbean 
(selected countries): major administrative 
divisions by migration status (1990 and 2000 
census rounds)
Source: celade-Population Division of  eclac, using rates 
obtained from the mialc database and information supplied 
by the countries.
The boundaries on this map do not imply official endorsement 
or acceptance by the United Nations.
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that can outweigh some more traditional ones such 
as wages and living conditions.
In regions of recent economic progress, wages 
and living conditions may actually be below the 
national average because they have started from a 
low base. However, these regions are distinguished 
by rapid job creation and good prospects, which in 
turn generate expectations of personal and regional 
progress. The dynamic of production, and thus of 
migration too, is closely tied to the world economy as 
their vigour is usually due to successful participation 
in global markets thanks, for example, to primary 
products from fisheries and forestries in the Lakes 
Region of Chile; to tourism in the Mexican state of 
Quintana Roo; to industry in the Argentine province 
of  San Luis; or to remittances in the province of 
Azuay in Ecuador (maps 1 and 2). In future, the 
economic dynamism of  these mads may lead to 
high wages and good living conditions, so that their 
attractiveness will cease to be an anomaly. Since this 
attractiveness depends critically on world markets, 
however, they could turn into anomalies again in the 
event of world recessions that affect external demand 
for their main product, but in a different way from 
now: they would be wealthy but crisis-hit regions 
and thus potential net out-migration regions.
The other two types of  anomalous mads 
represent two sides of a single underlying process: 
the suburbanization of  metropolises. As land for 
residential use in city centres runs out, cities spread 
sideways. This is a complex process that can take 
many different forms. In Latin America, it has 
traditionally been manifested in rapid growth on 
the outskirts of  metropolises, where the low price 
of land or its availability for settlement has attracted 
immigrants, most of  them poor, from other parts 
of  the country or from within the metropolises 
themselves. As a result of such peripheral growth and 
of suburbanization in particular, the mads containing 
the main city in a number of countries (e.g., Buenos 
Aires in Argentina, the Federal District in Mexico, 
Montevideo in Uruguay, the Capital District in the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela) have experienced 
net emigration, despite having the best pay and living 
conditions indicators in their respective countries 
(maps 1 and 2). This behaviour is actually due in 
large part to an extrinsic factor, namely the fact that 
these mads cover a relatively small area, so while the 
cities they contain covered only a small part of them 
in the early twentieth century, rapid growth over the 
past 100 years has overflowed their boundaries and 
urban sprawl has spread to neighbouring mads. 
Precisely for this reason, the latter have come to 
exercise a very powerful migratory attraction (maps 
1 and 2) that contrasts with their rather poor pay 
and living conditions.
Thus, any review of  the relevant migratory 
behaviour in the case of  metropolitan mads 
should take account of  all the mads affected by 
the urban sprawl of the metropolis. For operational 
purposes, this means analysing migration at a more 
disaggregated level (e.g., that of municipalities), and 
this will be done further on to ascertain whether 
metropolitan emigration is still taking place once 
the effect of  suburbanization is considered. If  it 
is, the areas that have traditionally been the most 
developed will have become areas of net emigration. 
This might be because their relative development 
position has been worsening (in which case there 
would be nothing anomalous about this behaviour, 
assuming outflows are going to areas that are now 
more developed) or because different factors have 
come to the fore, a prime example being quality of 
life, the quest for which appears to be playing a key 
role in internal migration flows.
In summary, better living conditions are still one 
of the most potent magnets for migrants. However, 
these conditions, which are the outcome of a long 
process, may become misaligned with economic 
dynamism and job creation, which are more volatile, 
making the combinations of factors to be considered 
in migration decisions more complex. Furthermore, 
the scope for benefiting from economically buoyant 
or socioculturally attractive local areas without living 
there has increased owing to suburbanization and 
long-distance commuting. Thus, the relationship 
between living conditions, area of  residence and 
migration is more complex than it used to be and can 
no longer be described merely in terms of a functional 
transfer of population between disadvantaged and 
well-off areas, as it could when migration from the 
countryside to cities was the rule.
3. Does internal migration narrow or widen 
territorial disparities?
The first effect of  migration on the origin and 
destination areas is seen in the size of  their 
populations. Generally speaking, it tends to contribute 
to the convergence of population growth between 
subnational areas since, as already seen, inward 
migration regions tend to be the most developed, to 
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be further advanced in the demographic transition 
and thus to have lower natural population growth. 
But the impact of  migration is also qualitative. 
Depending on their characteristics, migrants may 
alter the population profile in both the origin and the 
destination area. Consequently, migration is a decisive 
influence on sociodemographic disparities between 
subnational territories. For example, if women migrate 
to areas with a larger proportion of men, subnational 
disparities in sex composition will be moderated.
Considering the existing evidence for a persistent 
positive relationship between development and 
migratory attractiveness, and bearing in mind 
the historical selectivity of  internal migration in 
Latin America by age, sex and education level 
(Rodríguez, 2004a), whose continuing relevance will 
be examined later on, internal migration would be 
expected to enlarge territorial differences in sex and 
education level composition. This is because there 
is a cumulative disparity in both attributes, owing 
to earlier migration and the economic and social 
development process. Thus, the most developed 
regions have a lower proportion of males and higher 
levels of education. And since they continue to be net 
recipients of migration flows in which women and 
people with above-average education predominate, 
migration will accentuate territorial disparities in 
both attributes. In the case of  the age structure, 
this can be expected to heighten disparities in the 
burden of child-rearing, since net emigration from 
less developed areas is mainly of young people, which 
raises the proportion of children in those areas.5
The procedure for empirically assessing this 
hypothesis was devised by celade and has been 
expounded in a variety of publications since 2004 
(Rodríguez, 2007, 2004a and 2004b; eclac, 2007). 
The main idea is to take the matrix of flow indicators 
(derived from the recent migration matrix), compare 
the marginals6 and use the difference to deduce 
whether migration had a (net and exclusive) upward 
or downward effect on the attribute. As it is beyond 
the scope and aims of this essay to study the situation 
of  every mad,7 a synthetic indicator was used to 
show how this effect impacts on territorial disparities. 
This indicator is the simple correlation coefficient 
between the net and exclusive effect of migration and 
the starting level of the attribute affected (masculinity, 
age structure, education level). If there is a positive 
correlation between the net and exclusive effect of 
migration and the starting value of the attribute, it 
can be concluded that migration is widening territorial 
differences, as mads with higher starting levels of the 
attribute (five years before the census) would tend to 
see greater increases in it as a result of migration. A 
negative correlation, on the other hand, would show 
that migration was tending to close territorial gaps. 
Table 3 shows these correlations for selected countries 
in the region (those for which the data needed to carry 
out the calculations were available).
First, in the great majority of  countries 
migration between mads generally widens territorial 
disparities in the proportion of children. The marked 
prevalence of  positive coefficients suggests that 
those mads with the highest initial proportion of 
children (typically the poorest) are the ones where 
that proportion increases most on average as a 
result of  migratory exchanges with other mads. 
The mechanism whereby this effect is produced is 
indirect, as already indicated, as it is the large-scale 
departure of young people, rather than the arrival 
of children, that increases the proportion of children 
under the age of 15 in such mads.
Migration between mads also accentuates 
disparities in the territorial distribution of  the 
population by sex. Already shaped by migration 
flows, particularly those from rural to urban areas, 
this distribution has long displayed a fundamental 
imbalance: a female majority in the most urbanized 
mads, which have traditionally been poles of 
attraction. According to the ratios shown in table 
3 (most of  which are significant at 95%), recent 
migration has entrenched inequalities. A positive 
sign indicates that in mads with a higher initial 
proportion of men, that proportion has tended to 
increase as a net and exclusive result of migration.
5 The proportion of children is generally higher in less developed 
regions, as fertility tends to be higher there.
6 The marginals of an origin-destination matrix are the vertical 
and horizontal totals of the cells, which identify current residents 
and past residents. One of the marginals represents the attribute 
at the time of the census, i.e., the effect of actual migration, and 
the other represents the same attribute, but with the territorial 
distribution it would have had if migration had not occurred in the 
reference period. The comparison is between a current observed 
situation and a counterfactual scenario. The key assumption in the 
procedure is that the attribute is constant over time (with variables 
such as sex, for instance) or that variations are common to the 
whole population (with variables such as age).
7 For a more thorough analysis, readers are referred to chapter IV 
of the Social Panorama of Latin America 2007, which deals with 
this subject of internal migration in the region (eclac, 2007).
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Lastly, the ratios for attributes related to human 
resource skills are less conclusive. Although they are 
mainly of negative sign, suggesting that migration 
helps to reduce territorial disparities in education 
levels, in only three cases are they significant at 95%, 
and in one case the ratio is positive. In any event, 
the evidence does not suggest that migration might 
contribute to a more balanced territorial distribution 
of skilled human resources.
4. Does emigration from chronically poor areas 
worsen the situation there?
Chronically poor mads tend to be areas of  out-
migration and to be grouped geographically, forming 
one or more vast subnational areas that clearly lag 
the rest of  the country in socio-economic terms 
(maps 1 and 2). Typical examples are north-east 
Brazil, western Bolivia, south-central Chile and 
southern Mexico.
Table 4 presents a summary for six countries 
in the region whose depressed subnational areas 
are relatively easy to identify. Going by the most 
recent census, individual results are given for each 
administrative division in these areas (a few that 
recorded positive net migration are excluded). The 
migration to which these poor subnational areas 
are subject systematically remodels the age structure 
to their disadvantage, as the tendency is for the 
working-age population to decline, increasing the 
representation of children and older adults. Thus, 
emigration increases the demographic dependency 
ratio among the population of these depressed areas, 
which aggravates their already difficult situation 
yet further. In addition, the migration experienced 
by the great majority of  the mads studied tends 
to reduce the average level of  schooling, eroding 
already scarce human capital.
While emigration may provide a way out for the 
migrants themselves, then, it worsens the situation of 
these regions and has adverse effects on those who 
remain in what are now territorial poverty traps.
. Is there still a rural exodus?
In the 2000 census round, only four of the region’s 
countries (Brazil, Nicaragua, Panama and Paraguay) 
included questions that can be used to directly 
estimate rural to urban migration and thus identify 
the four potential flows between city and countryside. 
TABLE 3
Latin America and the Caribbean (13 countries): correlations between selected 
sociodemographic variables and changes in these as a result of recent internal 
migration, censuses from the 2000 rounda
Country Simple correlation between the starting level of  the indicator and
 the exclusive net effect of  migration on the same indicator
 Average Percentage Percentage of  Masculinity Average years
 age of  children older adults ratio of  education (ages 30-59)
Argentina, 2001 -0.27 0.61 -0.04 0.64 0.02
Bolivia, 2002 0.26 -0.32 0.67 0.17 0.85
Brazil, 2000 -0.05 0.00 0.47 0.46 -0.02
Chile, 2002 0.08 0.18 0.61 0.78 -0.71
Costa Rica, 2000 -0.19 0.42 0.35 0.27 0.06
Dominican Republic, 2002 -0.43 0.80 0.20 0.92 -0.16
Ecuador, 2001 -0.27 -0.13 0.43 0.47 -0.55
Guatemala, 2002 -0.67 0.21 -0.21 0.48 -0.04
Honduras, 2001 -0.32 0.62 0.44 0.43 -0.70
Mexico, 2000 -0.17 0.29 0.5 0.19 -0.22
Panama, 2000 -0.34 -0.24 0.23 0.87 0.31
Paraguay, 2002 -0.11 0.26 0.17 0.84 -0.38
Venezuela (Bol. Republic of), 2001 0.19 0.49 0.46 0.36 0.14
Source: prepared by the author using data from the Database on Internal Migration in Latin America and the Caribbean (mialc) 
and procedures as described in the text.
a Coefficients significant at 95% have been shown in italics.
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Table 5 summarizes the results. As might be expected 
from the high level of urbanization in the region’s 
countries, the data show migration between urban 
areas predominating.8
The figures confirm, meanwhile, that counter-
urbanization is not taking place, as there is still 
a net transfer of  population from countryside 
to city,9 while flows from city to countryside are 
mainly the result of  suburbanization (Guzmán, 
Rodríguez and others, 2006) and urbanization in 
the countryside (Ferras, 2007), so that the “return 
to the countryside” hypothesis is not borne out in 
these countries.
Migration between rural areas tends to be the 
least significant in volume. This is partly due to 
advancing urbanization, the decline of colonization 
programmes and the depletion of the agricultural 
frontier in many countries. It is perhaps being 
underestimated, however, owing to the seasonal 
nature of  many flows that are not captured by 
censuses. Whatever its level, this form of migration 
deserves special attention because of  the severe 
impact it can have on the environment, particularly 
in the case of  movements towards agricultural 
or settlement frontiers (Reboratti, 1990; Pinto da 
Cunha, 2007).
Given that there are direct estimates for only 
four of  the region’s countries and that the results 
appear inconsistent in two of  these, the use of 
indirect procedures provides a fuller picture of the 
net balance of  rural to urban migration.10 The 
figures in table 6 are based on the application of 
the indirect procedure known as “survival ratios”. A 
number of conclusions can be drawn from the results. 
First, all countries in the region continue to register 
net rural emigration. Second, this migration is no 
longer the main source of urban population growth, 
as its share in that growth fell from 36.6% in the 
1980s to 33.7% in the 1990s.11 Third, the situation 
varies greatly between countries: predictably enough, 
TABLE 5
Latin America and the Caribbean (four countries,a population aged  and over): direct 
estimates of recent migration between urban and rural areas, 2000 census rounda b
Country and census
 
Current area of  residence
 Area of  residence five years earlier
 Non-migrants at the miad levelb Urban Rural
Brazil, 2000 Urban 111 027 460 10 775 021 3 244 288
 Rural 24 965 713 2 168 599 1 161 891
Nicaragua, 2005 Urban 2 109 103 67 567 338 008
 Rural 1 744 706 119 443 64 210
Panama, 2000 Urban 1 297 825 152 089 74 836
 Rural 832 551 40 798 29 741
Paraguay, 2002 Urban 2 175 943 248 014 31 361
 Rural 1 734 786 91 592 53 867
Source: prepared by the author on the basis of  specially processed census micro data.
a The censuses of these four countries include questions that allow this figure to be estimated.
b Brazil and Paraguay record rural to urban migration in minor administrative divisions (miads), whereas Nicaragua and Panama 
do not.
8 With the exception of  Nicaragua, where the rural to urban 
migration flow is the largest. There is good reason to conclude 
that this movement was overestimated by the Nicaragua census, 
however, as it does not tally with other sources such as the 
2001 National Survey on Living Standards (ennv) or with the 
moderate pace of  urbanization in the country between 1995 
and 2005.
9 The exception is Paraguay where, according to the question that 
was used, the countryside gained more than 60,000 people as a 
result of internal migration in the 1997-2002 period. This finding 
has been called into question by the organization responsible for 
the census, however (Sosa, 2007).
10 These estimates are orders of  magnitude and not precise 
figures, as they are based on procedures whose assumptions are 
not robust. What they provide, furthermore, is the net rural to 
urban population transfer rate, which combines the net rural-
urban migration balance with the reclassification of  localities. 
The latter usually means rural localities being “upgraded” to 
urban status as a result of population growth, so these results 
tend to be overestimates.
11 Figures compatible with other studies (United Nations, 2001). 
This finding does not rule out rural to urban migration still being 
the driving force of urbanization, given the greater natural growth 
in the countryside (eclac, 2005 and 2007).
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The results shown in table 7 demonstrate that 
this top segment of  the region’s urban systems 
remains attractive, with most of  its components 
continuing to register net immigration. In countries 
such as Bolivia, Ecuador, Honduras, Panama and 
Paraguay (in almost all of which the percentage of 
the population living in cities is below the regional 
average), the most populous city (or the two most 
populous) still exercise a powerful draw, so that they 
continue to exhibit macrocephalous or bicephalous 
tendencies.12 However, one city in three registers 
net emigration, which suggests that this situation 
(unheard of  in the region before the late 1980s) 
could be gradually spreading among the countries’ 
main cities.
In particular, most of the region’s metropolises 
(cities with 5 million inhabitants or more) have been 
the significance of  rural to urban migration for 
urban population growth tends to be higher in less 
urbanized countries. Fourth, in terms of the rural 
population itself, the net transfer from countryside 
to city is far from negligible (figure 2). Indeed, in 
some countries, such as Brazil, emigration from 
the countryside could still be described as a mass 
exodus, given the proportions of  the total rural 
population involved.
6. Cities and their attractiveness to migrants: 
concentrated deconcentration?
This article has already looked at the deconcentration 
of urban systems now taking place in Latin America 
(Rodríguez, 2008). The present section will conduct a 
more detailed analysis, focusing on the three largest 
cities in 10 Latin American countries. To add value 
to the analysis, a distinction is drawn between the 
indigenous and non-indigenous populations so that 
specific migratory patterns can be identified for 
each group.
TABLE 6
Latin America and the Caribbean: net rural-urban migration of population aged 10 
and over and urban population growth, 1980 to 2000
Country Net rural-urban  Growth in the urban Relative impact of 
 migration population aged  rural-urban migration
  10 and over on urban growth
 1980-1990 1990-2000 1980-1990 1990-2000 1980-1990 1990-2000
Argentina 1 248 867 829 981 4 146 455 3 414 868 30.1 24.3
Bolivia 565 718 341 525 882 210 1 174 625 64.1 29.1
Brazil  9 167 628 9 483 867 22 868 322 26 856 555 40.1 35.3
Chile 146 535 382 623 1 447 011 1 939 951 10.1 19.7
Colombia – – – – – –
Costa Rica  82 656 338 002 194 507 717 006 42.5 47.1
Cuba 735 083 370 110 1 525 671 918 531 48.2 40.3
Dominican Republic  218 172 553 575 709 784 1 096 408 30.7 50.5
Ecuador 647 934 612 251 1 341 021 1 598 897 48.3 38.3
El Salvador 294 277 – 535 196 – 55.0 –
Guatemala 226 021 824 486 525 724 1 384 850 43.0 59.5
Honduras 258 003 303 742 501 918 685 610 51.4 44.3
Mexico  3 997 266 4 183 486 12 108 257 13 103 802 33.0 31.9
Nicaragua 139 920 – 484 649 – 28.9 –
Panama  113 677 234 038 292 298 432 624 38.9 54.1
Paraguay 280 103 296 914 504 441 652 302 55.5 45.5
Peru 1 001 406 – 2 990 661 – 33.5 –
Uruguay 83 300 34 446 233 238 132 306 35.7 26.0
Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic) 735 042 847 392 3 171 190 4 235 917 23.2 20.0
Total 19 941 608 19 636 438 54 462 553 58 344 252 36.6 33.7
Source: author’s calculations, using the intercensal survival ratios procedure.
12 In these latter cases, the index of primacy may be declining, 
but the concentration of  the urban system in the two largest 
cities may be increasing.
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experiencing net emigration, several of them since 
the 1980s. Among other factors, this turnaround 
appears to be due to diseconomies of scale and the 
redirecting of public and private investment (unfpa, 
2007; Montgomery, 2004; Henderson, 2000), 
difficulties of  governance and the proliferation of 
urban problems such as public safety issues, traffic 
congestion and pollution. Nonetheless, these cities 
continue to receive strong inflows of  immigrants; 
what has changed is that they have lost much of 
their ability to retain their existing populations.
As the above may be directly related to the 
“concentrated deconcentration” hypothesized, 
with people emigrating to nearby areas as part 
of  a process of  suburbanization or the creation 
of low-density cities or city-regions (Diniz, 2007), 
flows issuing from metropolises were divided into 
two components, one of migrants going to nearby 
destinations (“near migration”) and another of 
migrants going to more distant destinations (“far 
migration”) (table 7). The main conclusion from this 
exercise was that “concentrated deconcentration” 
only appeared to be operating in the metropolises 
of Brazil, as net emigration from Greater São Paulo 
and Greater Rio de Janeiro was indeed exclusively 
due to people moving to other municipalities in 
the same state, while both conurbations continued 
to gain population as a result of  net migration 
from other states. In all other countries, cities 
experiencing population loss evinced net emigration 
to both near and far destinations or the latter alone, 
meaning that deconcentration was real and not 
just apparent. However, the migratory patterns of 
several large cities that are still attracting migrants 
fit the concentrated deconcentration hypothesis 
and are apparently a manifestation of  ongoing 
suburbanization. This is the case with Guatemala 
City and Quito, for example.
Lastly, the negative or positive sign of  net 
migration tends to be the same for indigenous 
and non-indigenous groups, which suggests that 
the push and pull factors of  cities usually have 
no ethnic bias. However, cities where there are 
differences associated with ethnic origin include La 
Paz and Cochabamba, Tegucigalpa, Mexico City, 
Guadalajara and Asunción. The situation in the 
Bolivian and Mexican cities is particularly striking, 
not only because of  the size of  the indigenous 
population in the two countries, but because all 
the cities concerned are losing non-indigenous 
population while gaining indigenous population. 
This is obviously increasing the proportion of 
indigenous people in these cities; perhaps more 
importantly, indigenous people are taking up 
residence in cities that are no longer attractive to 
non-indigenous people. The reasons for this two-
way movement and the implications that stem from 
it should be the subject of further research, which 
could be undertaken as part of a further-reaching 
effort to identify and define the links between 
migration and social segmentation in metropolitan 
areas (Rodríguez, 2007).
FIGURE 2
Latin America (five countries): ratio between net rural-urban migration in 1990-2000 
and the rural and urban populations in 1990
(Percentages)
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Until the 1990s, identifying policies and programmes 
to influence internal migration in different countries 
of the world and the region was fairly straightforward. 
This was because the public agenda focused on two 
forms of  migration (from countryside to city and 
to areas of  colonization) for which a range of 
instruments and measures were available. These 
policies generally fell into two types, direct and 
indirect. The former exercised control over where 
people lived and settled, and included provisions 
prohibiting people from moving to or away from 
certain places, restrictions on certain types of 
movement and compulsory resettlement. The 
latter aimed to influence the push or pull factors 
of  particular places, usually by improving living 
conditions, offering specific incentives or stimulating 
job creation in areas experiencing population loss 
(Oberai, 1983). Colonization programmes, which 
were so important in the region during the twentieth 
century, fell somewhere in between: while in principle 
they were not coercive, they aimed at massive 
resettlement via population movements directed and 
in some degree controlled by the authorities (Oberai, 
1988). Lastly, a wide range of public policies had 
the potential to affect migration decisions, if  only 
because they involved the territorial allocation of 
resources, investment and equipment.
This description does not imply that these 
policies had unanimous support or were only applied 
in one way. Furthermore, the foregoing list is not 
to be taken as meaning that these policies were 
successful; indeed, there are numerous examples of 
failures, unmet goals and expectations, and collateral 
damage (Martine and Rodríguez, 2008; unfpa, 
2007; Henderson, 2000; celade, 1984).
This unfavourable evidence cast doubt over 
these policies and undermined confidence in them, 
particularly once the economic and social crisis of 
the 1980s had broken out. The growing dearth of 
fiscal resources, the discrediting of large-scale public 
initiatives and the urgency of other economic and 
social issues resulted in the progressive abandonment 
of  major territorial population redistribution 
programmes, to the point that by the mid-1990s 
they were almost extinct.
Now, however, there is a renewed interest in 
public-sector interventions relating to territorial 
issues (ilpes, 2007) and thus to population mobility. 
This is partly because governments are still dissatisfied 
with the spatial distribution of their populations and 
the persistence of  situations deemed problematic, 
including acute regional inequalities, diseconomies 
and difficulties of various kinds in larger cities and 
the continuing depopulation of historically poorer 
areas (United Nations, 2008). It is also due, however, 
to the appearance of  new issues, such as changes 
in subnational regional economies as part of  the 
globalization process, the creation of  ever more 
complex city systems, the emergence of  extended 
metropolitan areas and the growing visibility of 
residential segregation.
However, the international normative framework 
for action in the field of migration is substantially 
different from the one that existed up until the 1980s. 
This framework was redefined at the International 
Conference on Population and Development held in 
Cairo in 1994, whose Programme of Action contains 
a specific chapter on “Population distribution, 
urbanization and internal migration” (http://www.
unfpa.org/icpd/icpd-programme.cfm). Although 
this chapter continues to emphasize some earlier 
themes, such as more balanced spatial distribution 
of  population and a lessening of  push factors, 
particularly those driving migration from countryside 
to city, it partakes of the spirit of the Programme 
of Action, which is one of respect for human rights 
when it comes to population policymaking. This is 
made explicit by the first action proposed in this 
chapter, which reads: “Governments formulating 
population distribution policies should ensure 
that the objectives and goals of those policies are 
consistent with other development goals, policies and 
basic human rights.” Generalized as it is, this first 
action establishes three key points: (i) the tendency 
of action on migration is not predetermined, since 
it plays a supporting role in a development process 
that is politically guided; (ii) action on migration 
cannot be taken in isolation but must interact with 
other official measures; (iii) action on migration 
cannot run counter to the exercise of human rights. 
IV
Policy implications
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It is easy to see that this last point deals a heavy 
blow to direct internal migration policies. Because 
freedom of movement within a country’s borders is 
a right recognized in the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, limitations on such movement or 
resettlement measures (particularly when coercive) 
can be upheld only if  there are other rights involved, 
or public prerogatives with clear legal backing. 
Although there are still countries that exercise 
administrative controls on internal movements, 
perhaps the best known being the Hukou system 
in China (Chan, 2008), the tendency is towards 
abolition of  policies of  this type, at least where 
movements between regions, cities or urban and 
rural areas are concerned.
Meanwhile, the diversity of internal migration 
in the region today stands in contrast to the clear 
predominance of rural to urban migration on the 
public agenda until the 1990s. This diversity of 
internal migration significantly expands the range of 
policies, programmes and measures available to act 
upon it. For example, the interventions relevant to 
labour migration between regions, which have come 
to the fore again in parallel with the renewed vigour 
of regional development policies (ilpes, 2007), are 
different from the interventions that can usefully be 
applied to intraurban movements or those that have 
an impact on urban-rural migration. Consequently, 
and although this may appear to contradict our 
earlier assertion about the abandonment of direct 
migration policies, normative and administrative 
instruments can now be essential when it comes 
to acting upon certain types of migration, such as 
intrametropolitan migration.13
It is clear, then, that the growing diversity 
of  internal migration calls for greater knowledge, 
accuracy and judgement on the part of policymakers, 
who must choose their interventions on the basis of 
the type of migration they are seeking to influence. 
In any event, strategies must adhere to the principle 
of  combining the exercise of  the right to migrate 
within the country under the best possible conditions 
with efforts to combat the kinds of  territorial 
discrimination that tend to create poverty traps. The 
four pillars of the internal migration strategies that 
need to be followed are incentives for individuals and 
companies, geographical allocation of infrastructure 
and public services, use of territorial land use planning 
and economic regeneration instruments, and proper 
understanding and management of the unforeseen 
migratory effects of different social policies.
A clear example of  this are urban recovery 
and resettlement programmes in city centres. To 
attract immigrants to these, decision-makers and 
technical experts have a huge range of instruments 
at their disposal, ranging from the economic 
(subsidies) to the social (location of services) and the 
administrative (amendment of land use regulations). 
This obvious advantage has a negative side, however, 
in that these instruments were not designed to 
influence intrametropolitan migration but to 
organize the city and optimize its functioning, and 
these remain the core strategic goals. Consequently, 
if  migratory forces are very strong then using these 
instruments to counteract them may generate 
imbalances that eventually result in costs for the city 
and its inhabitants (rising land prices, overcrowding, 
congestion, urban sprawl and residential segregation). 
Having policy instruments is one thing, ensuring that 
they do no harm is another.
While using specific policies in an effort to halt 
advancing urbanization or rural to urban migration 
has proved unsuccessful, and in the view of many 
specialists ill-advised and unhelpful (unfpa, 2007), 
redirecting migration flows between cities continues 
to be a goal for many countries that consider their 
population to be overly concentrated in the main city 
and that, on the basis of recent studies (ilpes, 2007; 
unfpa, 2007; Cohen, 2006; Guzmán, Rodríguez and 
others, 2006; Davis and Henderson, 2003), believe 
that a solid, dense and diversified urban network 
is conducive to national development. However, 
there is an ongoing debate about the effectiveness 
of  the programmes implemented to reduce such 
concentration. The natural idea of promoting some 
cities to the detriment (if only by omission) of others 
must pass several tests. It must benefit national 
development, be consistent with or at least not run 
counter to an economic dynamic defined by the 
market (both national and global), be acceptable 
13 A recent study based on the variegated experience (between 
states and between countries) of the United States has found, in 
essence, that local regulations shape the physical configuration 
and peculiarities of  cities, towns, counties and whole regions. 
Zoning, overarching regulatory plans, infrastructure financing, 
urban restraint and moratoriums and limits on building 
permits can favour low-density urbanization and metropolitan 
decentralization, or can encourage a more compact type of 
urbanization. They can also have a direct impact on the socio-
economic composition of the local population, opening or closing 
off access to renters and people on low incomes (Pendall, Puentes 
and Martin, 2006, p. 6).
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to local stakeholders and respect individual rights. 
Clearly, the limitations on the freedom of  action 
of  the public authorities in this area derive from 
many sources.
Lastly, it is worth voicing a warning about 
public policies whose design fails to take account 
of their effects on population mobility. Policies that 
have such effects include those dealing with housing 
and transport, which have direct and sometimes 
almost mechanical consequences for residential 
movements, particularly within cities or between 
cities and their surrounding areas. These effects 
must be taken into account when such policies are 
formulated. Going one step further, they can be 
designed to exert a desired influence on migration 
and mobility, obviously without neglecting their 
natural goal of  providing good-quality transport 
links and living environments for the population.
(Original: Spanish)
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